In the spotlight
Kevin Griffin, managing director of London-based The Cruise People, has built a diverse business selling
luxury, expedition cruises and cargo ship travel, employing sales and client support principles from which
every cruise agent can learn for all cruise brands.

Kevin Griffin

aving returned to Canada in 1988 from a two-year
posting in London, I had seen what the UK cruise
market was doing and thought there would be
potential to open an agency that specialised in sea travel.”
Griffin says. “From 152,000 cruisers in 1988, this had
grown to 229,000 by 1992, the year in which we opened.
“In January 1992, I visited London and went to see Bob Duffett,
then head of PSARA, now ACE. Bob supplied me with statistics on
growth of the UK cruise market and Ron Ellison, then London
regional president of ABTA, helped me find a suitable agency to
purchase.”
The beginnings were small and simple. “I started from nothing on
October 1, 1992, with five desks, a few chairs, a telephone
switchboard and an antiquated computer. We started advertising
and made £1,000 of cruise bookings in our first month.
“In our first quarter, only 20% of our business was cruising but by
June of 1993 that was up to 90%, and we soon dropped noncruise activity. It was two years before we opened our first
website, a rudimentary presence on something called Seanet, in
1994, long before others in the UK had even thought of it. Of
course, all our initial enquiries all came from America.”
New opportunities arose. Griffin continues: “We had also been
appointed UK agents for Marine Expeditions, operating a fleet of
five chartered Russian craft in polar waters. They closed in 2001
but along the way we developed an expertise in expedition and
small ship cruising.
“Plus, the year after we opened a German shipowner asked if we
would book passengers on their large container ships. This was
followed by a similar arrangement with the successors of the
French Line in Paris, whereupon we quickly built up a business of
booking passengers on cargo ships.”
Nevertheless, the company remained focused on the main cruise
market. Griffin continues: “We never for a moment forgot the
main market, which is why we had called the company The Cruise
People.
“Our first bookings were made with the likes of Cunard (we soon
became an Inner Circle Club member), several lines represented
by a GSA called Equity Cruises, plus Holland America, Celebrity,
Costa Cruises, Crystal and a nascent Silversea.
“We also became involved in the Guild of Professional Cruise
Agents, founded by Paul Mundy in 1993, and I was voted its
second chairman in 1999, a post I held until 2002, when we
changed the name to Leading Cruise Agents of the UK. This
activity is a good way to learn about other UK agents’ problems
and how to deal with them.”
Expansion continued. “In 1998, I went to see the Polish
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Steamship Company, who were building five new cargo ships for
service between Amsterdam and the Great Lakes that could carry
six passengers each. Since 2000, we have developed a network
of booking agents in New York, Los Angeles, Amsterdam, Paris
and London and the service is running quite successfully today.
“We also act as European representatives for the Great Lakes
Cruising Coalition which keeps me in touch with owners of cruise
ships that can navigate the St Lawrence Seaway into the Great
Lakes, where the maximum beam is only 78 feet. For the future
they include Hapag-Lloyd Cruises’ Columbus, Silversea's Prince
Albert II and Cruise West's Spirit of America. Compagnie du
Ponant’s new Le Boréal may find her way there in 2012.”
So is the business now truly international? “Today, 40% of our
business comes from outside the UK, thanks largely to the
internet and our niche businesses. Staff specialists include Gay
Scruton, who has a background in luxury brands and looks after
out ultra-luxury business with Crystal, Hapag-Lloyd, Hebridean,
Regent, Seabourn and Silversea, as well as Azamara and Oceania
for those that aspire to something above the premium market.
Dessy Sajewicz handles our freighter business, as well as Cunard
transatlantic and all other cruise lines and Miri Luposna
concentrates on small ships and adventure and expedition
voyages, as well as answering overseas enquiries from an
outside cruise web site.”
Griffin outlines yet another strand to the development of the

business: “One of the important things we have developed is
referrals. That means getting the word out to ports, overseas
removals companies, websites and so on, but not the least
important in this regard is our own customers.
“We also pay a lot of attention to Google. In addition to using a
small amount of ‘pay per click’ we have developed our website to
make sure we land on page one most of the time for our niche
businesses, particularly freighter travel. If you go to bing.com at
the moment and search for "cruises with a difference" you will find
that The Cruise People comes number one out of 24.8 million
results in the non-sponsored sites – now that's some
achievement.”
The company’s market activities have changed over the years.
“We have found ourselves gradually doing less and less
advertising,” Griffin says. “Now we are dealing with more and
more web and email requests, as well as doing more PR to try to
get that elusive, but very rewarding, press coverage.”
Maintaining client contact is an ongoing and clearly important
activity. “We stay in touch with clients and potential clients by
newsletter and mailings, as well as e-mail follow-ups after they
have returned from their latest voyage. Many of our best clients
have been with us for 15 years and more. Our mailing list,
meanwhile, divides up among clients and ultra-luxury cruisers,
expedition voyages and freighter travellers. And we maintain a
Twitter account, which we use as a form of bulletin board.”
On the topic of the larger cruise ships, Griffin says: “As a niche
agent we don’t book much mass market. But we encourage it as
it creates demand and grows the market, which in turn provides
business for the small ship lines when clients want to try
something different and a little bit more refined.”
He adds: “It’s all about commission levels. We don't generally
book a voyage unless it produces a minimum of £50 per head in
commission. Otherwise it's not worth it. That means £500 at 10%
commission or £1,000 at 5%, the rate now paid on many lastminute deals not only by P&O and Fred Olsen but also by Noble
Caledonia.
“Many of our own commission bills are in the hundreds and even
thousands of pounds, dollars or euros. Because 90% of our
cargo ship product is rated in euros, we decided to open a euro
account a couple of years ago and now find ourselves booking
Dutch and German customers as well as British on French,
German and Italian ships. So we now operate in three currencies
as we have always maintained a dollar account as well.
“We try to work with high-value providers with high fares and high
commission payers including ultra-luxury lines, expedition ships
and cargo ship companies like Cruise West, Hapag-Lloyd and
Quark Expeditions. Generally, we find there is less rebating of
commission, a particular madness of the UK market.
“Our best commissions per head are usually in the £6,000 range,
which is what we earned on a circumnavigation of Antarctica in a
Russian icebreaker, and a similar amount on a wedding on QE2
in New York, as well as annual voyages to the North Pole by a
nuclear icebreaker and small group bookings, usually families, on
the more upmarket lines.
“That is really one of our main objectives - to make a commission
on what we sell that is in the same range as what some
individuals might spend for their entire cruise.”

Five things to do to build a business
1. Aim high. Don't be afraid of selling expensive cruises. It
may seem tough to sell but you can do better with a few
dozen sales than with thousands of cheap ones.
2. Know your product. Visit ships, go on fam trips and learn
all you can about the products you have chosen to sell.
3. Get to know others in the industry and network. Join
associations like the Leading Cruise Agents of the UK (of
which I had the honour to serve as chairman) and ACE.
4. Become an expert in particular areas. Choose a few good
suppliers and go with them and they will support you.
5. Keep your website up to date, but also develop it so that
it shows up high in the search engines.

And five things not to do

The Cruise People website

1. Don't rebate from commission to buy business. You
deserve to earn more than 3% or 4%.
2. Don't sell yourself cheap. Look for products that you can
sell and make a very good margin on.
3. Don't be afraid of high margin product but get the right
training. And remember that the word "discount" devalues
the cruise product.
4. Don't go along with the crowd and do the same as
everyone else. Set yourself apart as someone with special
knowledge.
5. Never ignore your customers - you do so at your own risk.
Solve any problems quickly. Rescuing them from
potentially sticky situations will make them forever loyal.
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